Since public health problems are complex and the related policies need to address a wide range of sectors, cross-sectoral collaboration is beneficial. One intervention focusing on stimulating collaboration is a 'policy game'. The focus on specific problems facilitates relationships between the stakeholders and stimulates cross-sectoral policymaking. The present study explores stakeholders' learning experiences with respect to the collaboration process in public health policymaking. This was achieved via their game participation, carried out in real-life stakeholder networks in the Netherlands, Denmark and Romania. The policy game (In2Action) was developed and implemented as a 1-day roleplay. The data consisted of: (i) observations and evaluation notes during the game and (ii) participant questionnaire after the game. All three countries showed similar results in learning experience during the collaboration processes in local policymaking. Specific learning experiences were related to: (i) the stakeholder network, (ii) interaction and (iii) relationships. The game also increased participant's understanding of group dynamics and need for a coordinator in policymaking. This exploratory study shows that the game provides participants with learning experiences during the collaboration process in policymaking. Experiencing what is needed to establish cross-sectoral collaboration is a first step towards enhancing knowledge exchange and more effective public health policies.
Introduction
Public health problems are complex and policies related to them need to address a wide range of sectors. [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] Therefore, they would benefit from cross-sectoral collaboration, i.e. the sharing of information, resources, activities and capabilities by stakeholders in two or more sectors to achieve jointly an outcome that could not be achieved by stakeholders operating in one sector separately. 7 Therefore, more interaction between stakeholders is needed to stimulate collaboration and increase understanding of each other's interests in the policymaking process. [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] Public health stakeholder networks generally include researchers, practitioners and policymakers; stimulating the exchange of knowledge in these networks tends to increase the uptake of evidence in policies. 3, 4, 8, [15] [16] [17] [18] This is stated in the interaction model, which focuses on the interaction between stakeholders as a mean to stimulate collaboration in policymaking. 6, [19] [20] [21] [22] Collaboration is a process that includes communication, knowledge exchange and building relations. stimulate interaction and collaboration between stakeholders are largely lacking. 4, 27, 28 A policy game is an intervention stimulating interaction and collaboration between stakeholders. 29, 30 A game can be seen as an experimental network session, bringing involved stakeholders together at one moment, to stimulate new learning experiences (i.e. learnings, new insights, improved understandings and gaining knowledge), in a simplified version of reality. 29, 30, 42 Stakeholders achieve a common understanding of each other and the process that they are part of, and explore together possible solutions for a pre-defined complex problem in a safe environment. [29] [30] [31] 36, 41, [43] [44] [45] [46] The game experience might influence the actions stakeholders take in real-life. [29] [30] [31] 47 This study aims to explore the stakeholder's learning experiences with regard to the collaboration process in local health policymaking, following their participation in a policy game performed in real-life stakeholder networks in three European country cases. The main research question is: What are the participants' learning experiences during the collaboration process in local health policymaking?
Methods
This study was part of the REPOPA project (Research into Policy to Enhance Physical Activity, FP7), conducted in six European countries to understand and support the development of more evidence-informed policies in physical activity. 48 The policy game 'In2Action' was developed to explore the impact of an intervention that is supposed to enhance cross-sector collaboration and, consequently, knowledge use in the stakeholder network of local level Health-Enhancing Physical Activity (HEPA) policies.
The research team for this study comprised 2-3 public health researchers from each of three countries involved in REPOPA: the Netherlands (NL), Denmark (DK) and Romania (RO). In close collaboration, they together built the policy game In2Action (Box 1: Overview) and explored its impact in their country case. 49, 50 The policy game In2Action
In2Action is a role-play game of 1-day, bringing real-life stakeholders involved in local HEPA policymaking together in a fictive municipality, comparable to real-life. These stakeholders were selected in accordance with previously identified stakeholder networks through systems analysis performed in each country. 51 The overall aim of the game is to jointly develop a HEPA policy implementation plan, within a crosssectoral stakeholder network, mirroring the process in real-life (but in a pressure cooker way). The participants, reallife stakeholders, of the game are distributed in small teams over 9-10 roles, to stimulate both team and group dynamics. All teams had to achieve both their assigned task (the role description), as well as the local policy priorities (the municipality policy). Teams could achieve both tasks by: (i) developing interventions (writing down their plans/ideas regarding potential interventions on 'intervention cards') in collaboration with other stakeholders, (ii) giving support to the other team's interventions, and (iii) supporting the suggested interventions with various sources of evidence.
The course of the game consisted of an introduction, two micro-cycles, and an overall/final debriefing session. A microcycle consisted of four different phases: (i) determining the team's communication and collaboration strategy, (ii) performing the strategy in the group by discussing plans/ideas to develop interventions, (iii) internal team evaluation, and (iv) plenary evaluation (Box 1). The second cycle was similar to the first, building further on the evaluation/learnings from the first. The game ended with an overall debriefing session to discuss to what extent the game's aim was achieved and what was learned with respect to the real-life situation.
Selection of and participation in the three cases
The criteria for selecting the country cases were: (i) a local setting where several sectors were involved in the policymaking process; (ii) the case was in the phase of developing an implementation plan; and (iii) the case was open for a new approach, i.e. the policy game. All criteria were met by the cases, with the exception of RO where the policy was still in the development phase at the moment of the game planning. 50 For additional context of the cases, see Appendix 1.
Participants
In consultation with local key-figures in each case, representative stakeholders were selected and invited to represent the roles in the game. In the Dutch case, the role 'private party' was not represented. In the Romanian case, two of the roles (i.e. County Youth and Sport Authority, and County Public Health Authority) were immediately re-assigned due to last minute cancellations; both these (new) participants had a background related to the (originally) assigned role. • Phase 1: Planning strategy with team (within own team)
• Phase 2: Perform the strategy in the group (with other teams)
• Phase 3: Internal evaluation (within own team)
• Phase 4: External evaluation (group discussion) (4) Debriefing session (group discussion) a HEPA = health-enhancing physical activity.
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Design
In this exploratory study, an embedded design of the mixedmethods approach was used to equally combine information from the questionnaire, observation and evaluation data. 52 The observation data provided direct information on the actual game process. The evaluation data were collected during the two plenary group evaluations and the debriefing session. These qualitative data provided further insights into the results emerging from the questionnaire.
Instruments and measurements
Observations and evaluations
In each game, observations and evaluations were made during the game by four observers, structured by standardized protocols. In NL and RO the notes were translated into English before analysing the data, in DK all of the notes (except those of one observer) were first analysed and then translated into English. The observations focused on: (i) communication between the teams (e.g. task division, contribution) and (ii) collaboration (e.g. support, agreement collaboration). The plenary group evaluations focused on: (i) whether the aim was reached (i.e. developing a collaborative implementation plan for the local HEPA policy) and (ii) the learning experiences (positive/negative) derived from the game and how these could be translated to real-life work.
Questionnaires
Participants filled in an online questionnaire 1-2 weeks after completion of the policy game (this questionnaire was developed by the research team). The primary aim was to evaluate the perceived learning experiences related to the policy process, collaboration and the stakeholder networks, after participation in the game.
Analysis
The observation and evaluation data were analysed using the qualitative software programs Nvivo (RO and DK) and MaxQda (NL). The research team of each country applied the jointly developed coding tree to code their own data. The entire research team reached consensus on the coding tree by exchanging, discussing and coding samples of the observation data from each other's cases. In each country, an inter-rater coding agreement testing process was applied to a sample of 20% of the observational data before starting to code the entire data. 53, 54 The results of the qualitative analysis are presented narratively.
Questionnaire data were analysed with descriptive statistics, and are presented (by country) as percentages and frequency tables.
Results
Below we report: (i) observations related to the communication and collaboration processes, for each country separately, and (ii) the learning experiences.
Observed characteristics of the game process
The Netherlands Communication process: At the start, the re-assignment of the tasks by the responsible public administration (Table 1) influenced the communication process. As a result, two groups of stakeholders were formed: one focusing on the new 'coordinator' and another consisting of public administration stakeholders. This resulted in a gap between the two groups, which inhibited the development of a cross-sectoral implementation plan. After reflecting on the game process, communication between all teams improved, especially after a plenary session initiated by one of the stakeholders, who assumed the role as an informal leader. In this session, the teams still focused on the ideas that were of most interest to their own team.
Collaboration process: The plenary session was initiated with the aim to improve coordination and cross-sectoral collaboration in the implementation plan. However, because this session was held rather late in the collaborative process, follow-up steps were not yet taken.
Denmark
Communication process: At the start, meetings of two to three stakeholders or organizations took place. After a meeting of the public administration, initiated by the responsible public administration stakeholder (Table 1) , coordination was reassigned to another sector (not health) which influenced the communication process. All stakeholders had to adjust to this change, which inhibited performance of strategies and development of the implementation plan.
After reflecting on the game process, the communication (intensity/number of contacts) increased substantially. In addition, the National Science Academy became more active in approaching other stakeholders to inspire/motivate the other teams to underpin their interventions with evidence.
Collaboration process: The participants managed to develop a cross-sectoral implementation plan by coordinating its development from the beginning. However, coordination
was not yet fully established, which was reflected in the support of similar interventions by some stakeholders.
Romania
Communication process: At the start, most teams focused on developing their own stakeholder strategies and communication took place only within organizations. Later, almost all The person that accepted the invitation did not show up; therefore, with the aim to maintain a similar game dynamic (with respect to the other two games), this person represented the County public health authority and was originally an observer, member of the Romanian country team. The background of this participant did fit the description of the role; however, this participant is not included in the analysis.
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organizations began to perform their strategy (i.e. leaving their desk and communicating with other teams in the game). Two of the teams were more prominent in this process because informal leaders had emerged. After reflecting on the game process, team and group communication decreased because the two informal leaders had left. Their absence had a considerable impact on the dynamics of the game, also affecting the development of the implementation plan. Stakeholders only tried to the finish processes that had been started. The public administration (responsible team on paper: Table 1 ) did not contact any of the other organizations. Collaboration process: Initially, there was little direct focus on collaboration. After reflection, stakeholders tried to get support from other stakeholders for the (previously developed) intervention cards.
Learning experiences
Learning experiences mentioned in the plenary/group evaluation sessions For each country, Table 2 shows the topics of the learning experiences in the evaluation of the policy game. Experiences related to the present stakeholder network One of the mentioned topics was related to the stakeholder network. The experiences were related to the present stakeholders and whether they could relate the learnings from this group to real-life work. Participants realized that the present group formed an elaborated version of their real-life network in HEPA policymaking. They also identified the importance of cross-sectoral networks in policymaking.
During the game, participants worked on building or sustaining relationships within the present network. Because of the game, relationships between participants were established or expanded: this was acknowledged as an important aspect in building a network for real-life, irrespective of the stage at which the policy process was in real-life and/or how well the stakeholders already knew each other.
'… a strong point of the game … is that a working group in the field is formed.' [Network, RO] Experiences related to communication process in the present stakeholder network Learning experiences were mentioned with regard to the interaction in the present stakeholder network. Participants realized that building collaboration is a process of communication, i.e. negotiation and interaction. Several aspects of this interaction process were reported as a learning experience, e.g. ensuring that they understand each other, getting to know each other, and sharing competences and knowledge.
During the game, several barriers were mentioned in relation to interaction, e.g. in RO the absence of some key stakeholders in the game prevented applying the learning experiences from the game to real-life work. Another barrier was related to the interaction and organizations' interest in the policymaking process:
'The local teams only focused on their own organization's aims and didn't take into account the specific HEPA policy to meet the implementation plan.' [Barrier to interaction, NL] Experiences related to collaboration process The game also provided learning experiences related to different aspects of collaboration. After the network was formed, participants mentioned that they learned about collaboration opportunities with a variety of stakeholders, i.e. with those known to them, as well as previously unknown stakeholders. Participants experienced that collaboration is a process with various facilitators and barriers. Other learning experiences included how to prioritize one's own involvement, how to deal with ownership of an idea and how to share resources. The importance of a leader (and coordinator) in the policymaking process was also recognized.
'Coordination and transparency are important to ensure that the overall strategy is followed and to avoid overlap. ' 
[Assignment of leadership, DK]
Experiences related to the policymaking process Participants also mentioned that they learned more about the policymaking process itself due to playing the roles in the game and learning from other stakeholders. They learned the importance of having a strategy to develop a crosssectoral HEPA implementation plan, e.g. in terms of timing when to approach others and what kind of strategy to use. 'It's thought that, due to this interaction <approaching municipality (administrative level)> earlier in the process, organizations will be able to benefit more from each other.' [Strategy, NL] Main learning experiences 1 week after the game In the questionnaire presented 1 week after the game, participants were asked about their main (learning) experiences ( Table 2 ). The main learning experience mentioned by most participants (23/37 respondents) was the importance of interaction and negotiation as part of the communication process. Also mentioned were: insight into the network (n = 7), insight into strategies in the policymaking process (n = 5), and facilitators for collaboration (n = 4).
'… we are (too) quick to generate concrete ideas that then are difficult to get rid of them (especially one's own excellent ideas!). We spend too little time on the preparatory phase-including the involvement of knowledge/expertise' [Negotiation and interaction; Strategy, DK]
In addition, participants were asked whether they had improved their understanding of the policymaking process, their role, and the role of other organizations (Table 3) . About 34 of 48 respondents indicated improved understanding in each of these aspects.
Participants were also asked to what extent these learning experiences were of use in real-life. There were differences between the countries concerning a (very) high level of usefulness for their work, i.e. this was found by five respondents in NL and by 11 in DK. Nevertheless, 39 of 48 respondents indicated that they acquired some useful experiences for their real-life work.
Discussion
Main findings of this study
The policy game In2Action provided important learning experiences for the participants, which added value to their real-life work in local health policymaking. This exploratory study focused on the learning experiences of real-life stakeholders with regard to the collaboration process in local public health policymaking, as a result of their participation in the game. Although the policy systems in the three countries differed and the game was adjusted to fit the local context, the main learning experiences were similar across countries and the findings were in line across the different data sources. [49] [50] [51] Major learning experiences were related to the communication process in the stakeholder network in terms of interaction and negotiation, which led to increased understanding of one's own organizational role, as well as those of others. In addition, participants experienced that policymaking (in which collaboration and building relationships are central) is a process, taking time and energy to develop. The stakeholders in the game (policymakers, researchers and practitioners) were seen as a valuable network for the real-life policymaking processes. Moreover, the different cases showed that destinations, i.e. the implementation plan, can be reached in more than one way. This policy game explored these possibilities in order to find one that best fits the particular stakeholder network at stake.
In all three cases, participants experienced the importance of leadership and coordination when working towards a cross-sectoral policy. Apart from the need for a coordinator the attitude of and the extent to which the public administration (e.g. the one responsible for the health policy) is involved in the policymaking process also made a difference.
What is already known on this topic
Some important aspects of the collaboration process have already been identified in the research literature, e.g. relationships, interaction and negotiation (meeting, communicating and collaborating), and leadership (taking the lead, making group decisions). 14, 23, 25, 26 The need to stimulate collaboration between stakeholders to enhance the uptake of evidence in the policy process is well recognized 4, 9 and advocated in the interaction model. [19] [20] [21] Policy games conducted in other areas have shown positive results in stimulating collaboration in a stakeholder network. 30, 31, 42, 43, 46, 55 Thus, much is already known about collaboration and evidence uptake in policymaking. However, there is a gap between this knowledge and what is actually done, because proper insight into what it takes to implement processes informed by evidence is still lacking.
What this study adds
This study shows that In2Action made participants aware of the processes towards cross-sectoral policymaking, which appeared valuable for their real-life work in local health policymaking. This was irrespective of the country and its policy system. The game stimulated interaction in the stakeholder network in a safe artificial, but still comparable to real-life environment, which resulted in important learning experiences for the participants. This safe artificial environment is of additional value compared to other knowledge exchange approaches. 56, 57 In a safe environment, participants can freely explore new behaviours and strategies in collaboration processes relevant to policymaking. In addition, the situation in this policy game is comparable to real-life and participants can build on relations in their real-life network. 29, 30, 33 Nevertheless, knowledge exchange approaches coexist, and dependent on the research question and the (complexity of the) problem, one choses the best approach for that particular situation.
Thomson and Perry 14 referred to the collaboration process as a 'black box'. The policy game In2Action served to reveal the processes in this black box to the participants. The game enabled participants to experience aspects of the collaboration process, e.g. building relationships, having the network together, and stimulating negotiation and interaction in the process. 14, 23, 25, 26 Furthermore, the game increased participants' understanding of group dynamics and acquainted them with the various roles and obligations of the stakeholders (e.g. responsibility, formal and informal leadership). By means of the policy game, participants experienced the need for a coordinator and/or leader to stimulate cross-sectoral policymaking. Oliver et al. 17 stated that insight into leadership is useful, because it might stimulate the collaboration process and the policymaking process itself. In turn, the presence of a leader might help stimulating the uptake of evidence in the policy process.
Limitations of this study
First, not all roles were represented during the games. On the one hand this might have influenced the dynamics of the game; but, on the other hand, this situation reflects the reallife situation, i.e. not everybody is available at all times. Also, participants were not aware of this under-representation and the present stakeholder network was still valued.
A second limitation is in de data collection; the observation data differed somewhat in amount and detail between observers and across countries. However, in this article, the observation data was used to illustrate the general processes in the three games. Therefore, the collected observation data was sufficient.
Third and last, a policy game intervention is a one-day event, which challenges its potential for impact in real-life. Nevertheless, the game created learning experiences, useful for participants' real-life work.
Conclusions
This study shows that the policy game In2Action is an instrument that provides valuable learning experiences to (local) stakeholders in policymaking, which stimulates interaction in the real-life stakeholder network. The game initiates the building of a (closer) stakeholder network. Learning experiences occurred especially in the communication and collaboration processes. The similarity in the findings across countries confirms that, although differences exist in policy systems, the game can be applied in different contexts. Furthermore, participants acquired useful learning experiences for their real-life work. The impact of the game in real-life policymaking processes is promising and warrants further investigation. Using the game as an initiator for change and embedding the game in an organizational change process, together with booster sessions and starting with the present stakeholder network, might increase the chance to have effective impact on the long term. 
